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NETWORK SECURITY LOAD BALANCING

BACKGROUND

Owning and operating a business is expensive. Many busi-
nesses would like to offer their products or services for sale
on-line. The cost to own and manage servers and associated
software and other networking infrastructure to provide a
“virtual store” is significant. Further, customers of the virtual
store may provide their names, addresses, credit card num-
bers and other confidential information to the virtual store to
complete a transaction. Ensuring the privacy and confidenti-
ality of such information is of particular concern.

SUMMARY

Various embodiments are disclosed herein in which the
performance level of security verification is dynamically con-
figured for a given client’s hosted e-store based on any one of
a variety of application-specific parameters. In one imple-
mentation, a website hosting system includes a request rout-
ing node and a plurality of security termination nodes coupled
to the request routing node. Each security termination node is
configured to secure connections between servers hosting
websites and customers of the websites in accordance with a
predetermined quality of service level. The request routing
node balances incoming requests for secure websites among
the security termination nodes based on an application-spe-
cific parameter (e.g., quantity of items in a product catalog,
location, etc.).

Another embodiment is directed to a method that includes
receiving a request for a secure connection from a browser
and determining which of a plurality of security termination
nodes to assign the request for the secure connection based on
an application-specific parameter. The method further
includes transmitting the request to the security termination
node determined in the preceding step.

Yet other embodiments are directed to a non-transitory
computer-readable medium storing instructions that, when
executed by a processor, causes the processor to perform
various actions such as receive a request for a secure connec-
tion and determine which of a plurality of security termina-
tion nodes to assign the request based on an application-
specific parameter. The software may further cause the
processor to transmit the request to the determined security
termination node.

Another embodiment is directed to a web-hosting system
that includes a request router and a plurality of secure termi-
nation nodes coupled to the request router. Each secure ter-
mination node creates secure connections between browsers
and web servers based on certificates based on a predeter-
mined level of service. The request router balances incoming
requests for security certificate verification among the secu-
rity termination nodes based on an application-specific
parameter. The system may also include a load balancer
coupled to the plurality of secure termination nodes as well as
aplurality of application servers coupled to the load balancer.
The load balancer balances web page access requests among
the application servers. The web-hosting system is configured
to host a plurality of websites, each website having its own
unique Internet Protocol (IP) address.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a detailed description of exemplary embodiments of
the invention, reference will now be made to the accompany-
ing drawings in which:
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FIG. 1 depicts a system for hosting websites (e.g., e-stores)
for clients in accordance with various embodiments;

FIG. 2 illustrates a configuration of a hosting system in
accordance with various embodiments;

FIG. 3 illustrates an implementation of a request routing
node in accordance with various embodiments; and

FIG. 4 shows a flow chart in accordance with various
embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following discussion is directed to various embodi-
ments of the invention. Although one or more of these
embodiments may be preferred, the embodiments disclosed
should not be interpreted, or otherwise used, as limiting the
scope of the disclosure, including the claims. In addition, one
skilled in the art will understand that the following descrip-
tion has broad application, and the discussion of any embodi-
ment is meant only to be exemplary of that embodiment, and
not intended to intimate that the scope of the disclosure,
including the claims, is limited to that embodiment.

FIG. 1 illustrates an embodiment of the invention in which
a hosting system 100 hosts one or more websites 101 on
behalf of one or more clients 52. The hosting system 100
creates, updates, and otherwise controls the various websites
101. The websites 101 can be for any purpose such as the sale
of goods or services to one or more customers 56. For illus-
trative purposes, the client websites will be referred to as
“e-stores” but this disclosure is not limited to websites that
only offer goods/services for sale. For example, the websites
may be information-only websites. Rather than the clients 52
having their own network infrastructure (e.g., servers) to host
their own website, the hosting system 100 provides the req-
uisite servers, software support, and other infrastructure. The
clients 52 only need to have a computing device (e.g., a
desktop computer, laptop computer, smart phone, etc.) with
Internet access and a browser to create their own e-store 101,
maintain their store, and complete transactions with custom-
ers 56. Similarly, customers 56 require only a computer with
Internet access and a browser as well to access the e-stores
101 and complete transactions. The clients 52 and customers
56 access the e-stores 101 via the Internet 54 or other suitable
network. The terms “client” and “customer” in this disclosure
include a computing device of some sort to access the hosting
system 100 and target e-store 101 through the Internet 54.

For e-stores that provide items (goods and/or services) for
sale, at some point the customer 56 will “check out” to com-
plete the sale transaction. The check-out process may require
the customer 56 to provide sensitive information such as a
credit card number. In accordance with various embodiments,
the Secure Socket Layer (SSL) protocol is used to ensure the
security of an on-line connection between the e-store 101 and
a customer 56. The SSL protocol involves a multi-step hand-
shake between the two entities attempting to establish a
secure protocol. SSL is a standard security technology for
encrypting a connection between a web server (in this case,
the hosting system) and a browser (e.g., customers 56). Once
established, the connection encrypts all traffic and ensures
that all data passed between server and browser remain pri-
vate.

SSL security verification requires the sever to have an SSL.
certificate. The certificate is issued to the server by a trusted,
third party Certificate Authority (CA). The server generates
two cryptographic keys—a private key and a public key, and
the CA generates the SSL certificate for the sever on the basis
of one or both of the cryptographic keys and other informa-
tion such as the domain name of the website (the e-store’s
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domainname). The CA validates the information provided by
the server and issues the SSL certificate. The certificate itself
contains the domain name of the sever, the company’s name,
address, etc. The certificate may also contain an expiration
date and details of the CA responsible for its issuance.

Each certificate thus is tied to an e-store 101 in accordance
with the preferred embodiments of the invention—a separate,
unique certificate for each e-store. When a customer’s
browser connects to a secure e-store 101, the browser
retrieves the e-stores SSL certificate and verifies that the
certificate has not expired, that the certificate was issued by a
trusted CA, and that the certificate is being used by the e-store
for which the certificate was issued. The customer’s browser
then creates a symmetric key which it sends to the hosting
system 100. The hosting system 100 decrypts the browser’s
symmetric key using its own private key, and sends the
required web page of the target e-store encrypted with the
symmetric key. The browser decrypts the page using the
symmetric key and also displays the information.

In accordance with the preferred embodiments, each
e-store 101 is provided its own unique Internet protocol (IP)
address. Thus, if the hosting system 100 has 50,000 clients 52,
it provides 50,000 unique IP addresses—one IP address for
each client 52. Verifying SSL certificates is a process that is
unique to each computer (e.g., customer 56) attempting to
access an e-store to shop and complete a transaction and
unique to each e-store as explained above. As the number of
e-stores 101 and customers grows, the computational burden
on the hosting system 100 to process requests for secure web
pages grows as well. For example, the hosting system
responds to a request for a secure e-store by examining a
database to retrieve a public key and SSL certificate for the
targeted e-store, sending the public key and certificate to the
requesting browser, and decrypting the browser’s encrypted
symmetric key to complete a symmetric key exchange pro-
cess. The hosting system 100 provides an efficient way to
process requests for secure pages. The embodiments
described herein are provided in the context of SSL certifi-
cates, but these principles can be applied to other connection
security techniques besides SSL.

FIG. 2 shows an illustrative implementation of the hosting
system 100. The implementation shown in FIG. 2 includes an
Internet Termination node 102 which comprises a router 104
and a firewall 106. Multiple routers 104 and/or firewalls 106
can be provided as desired. The routers 104 route incoming
requests for secure e-stores, and the firewall 106 detects
improper communications such as might be indicative of an
attack.

The Internet Termination node 102 couples to a request
routing node 110, which in turn couples to various SSL ter-
mination nodes 112, 114, and 116. Any number of SSL ter-
mination nodes can be included. In some implementations,
for example, there is one SSL termination node every 1000
clients 52. The request routing node 110 balances the incom-
ing requests among the various SSL termination nodes 112,
114, and 116 for the purpose of processing requests for secure
connections between an external entity such as a customer 56
and an e-store 101 hosted on the hosting system 100.

Each SSL termination node comprises on more servers for
its functionality. Some SSL termination nodes 112-116 are
capable of higher quality of service than other SSL termina-
tion nodes. Quality of service may refer to any of: processor
speed, throughput, number of severs comprising a single SSL.
termination node, etc. For example, some SSL termination
nodes may have faster processors than other SSL. termination
nodes. In some implementations, the hosting system 100
provides three levels of SSL termination node performance

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

(quality of service). For example, a “gold” level of SSL veri-
fication may provide the highest level of SSL support, “sil-
ver” is a middle level, and “bronze” is the lowest level. More
or fewer than three SSL performance levels are possible in
other embodiments. A higher SSL. performance level sets up
an encrypted connection between a server and a browser more
quickly than for a lower performance level.

Each client 52 may purchase whatever SSL. verification
performance level that client desires. Based on the client’s
selection, the request routing node 110 routes requests target-
ing that client’s e-store 101 to the appropriate SSL termina-
tion node 112-116 which performs the aforementioned SSL.-
based handshaking to verify and secure the connection. Thus,
each SSL termination node 112-116 preferably responds to a
request for a secure web page by retrieving the requisite
encryption keys and certificate, sends the public key and
certificate to the requesting web browser and decrypts the
encrypted symmetric key from the browser among other
actions.

Once the connection has been secured, the request is then
provided to the load balancer 118. The load balancer 118
performs additional load balancing of the requests to the
appropriate application nodes 120, 122, or 124. Three appli-
cation nodes are shown, but any number of application nodes
is possible. Each application node 120-124 may be imple-
mented by one or more servers. Each application node per-
forms a specific task such as verifying usernames and pass-
words, processing credit card transactions, providing the
product information for the goods/services offered by a cli-
ent’s e-store, etc. To the extent that a given application node
120-124 is implemented with multiple servers, the load bal-
ancer 118 balances the requests among the various servers in
accordance with any of a variety of load balancing techniques
(e.g., round robin).

The hosting system 100 also includes a controller 130 that
couples to the request routing node 110, the SSL termination
nodes 112-116, the load balancer 118, and the application
nodes 120-124. The controller 130 controls the operation of
the various hardware to which it connects. One action per-
formed by the controller 130 is to alter how the request
routing node balances incoming requests among the various
SSL termination nodes 112-116 based on one or more appli-
cation-specific parameters. In addition to, or instead of, the
client purchasing its own SSL performance level of service,
the SSL performance level of service for a given client may be
altered (increased or decreased) based on any one or more
application-specific parameters as explained below.

Any of a variety of application-specific parameters can be
used for this purpose. One such parameter is the number of
items in a client’s catalog of goods/services being offered to
customers. For example, a client 52 might currently have a
lower level of SSL verification service and have a number of
items in its catalog below a predetermined threshold (e.g.,
500 item threshold). Then, if the client adds items to its
catalog which, as a result, causes the quantity of items in the
catalog to surpass the threshold (e.g., exceeds 500), the con-
troller 130 automatically configures the request routing node
110 to implement a higher SSL. performance level for that
client. One of the application nodes 120-124 may store the
product catalog for each client 52. A background daemon
may run that is programmed to report the quantity of items in
each catalog at periodic time periods, or report when a client’s
product catalog surpasses the threshold which may be pro-
grammable. The controller 130 sends a message to the request
routing node 110 that a higher level of SSL performance is to
be provided for all future connections for that client’s e-store.
The request routing node 110 responds by forwarding future
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SSL verification requests to the SSL termination node 112-
116 that provides the requisite higher level of performance.

Another parameter is geographical location. Incoming
SSL requests from a particular geographical location may be
considered to be higher priority and thus assigned a higher
SSL performance level. Time zone may also be a parameter
used to control the SSL performance level for a given client.
Incoming requests received from, for example, the Eastern
time zone may be given higher priority than requests received
from the Mountain time zone. The volume or rate of traffic
(e.g., sales transactions) may also prompt the controller 130
to alter the SSL performance level for a given client. A rate of
sales transactions higher than a threshold may prompt the
controller 130 to cause the request routing node 110 to
increase the SSL performance level until if and when the
volume or rate of sales transactions falls below the threshold.

The controller 130 may be programmed to cause the
request routing node 110 to implement a higher SSL, perfor-
mance level for a given client, but only for a temporary period
of'time. For example, the client may run a promotional sale or
enjoy a high level of publicity that may drive up sales to that
client’s e-store for a short period of time (hours, days, weeks,
etc.). The controller 130 may cause the request routing node
110 to heighten the SSL performance level at the start of the
sale/heightened publicity and reduce it back down after a
programmable period of time.

FIG. 3 illustrates one suitable implementation of the
request routing node 110. The implementation shown
includes a processor 160 coupled to a non-transitory com-
puter-readable storage device 162 (e.g., hard disk drive, ran-
dom access memory, Flash storage, compact disc read-only
memory (CD-ROM), etc.). Request routing software 164 is
provided on the storage device 162 and executed by the pro-
cessor 160. The software 164 causes the processor 160 to
perform some or all of the functionality described herein as
attributed to the request routing node 110. The architecture of
FIG. 3 may apply to the other elements of the hosting system
100 of FIG. 2.

Referring again to FIG. 2, the hosting system 100 also
includes a workstation 140 coupled to the controller 130. A
user can configure the controller using the workstation. For
example, the user can specify the threshold for client’s cata-
logs of goods/services (500 in the example) of above which
the controller triggers the request routing node to change its
SSL verification performance level. By way of an additional
example, a user of the workstation 140 can program the
controller 130 for the period of time to maintain a heightened
SSL verification performance level following a sale or pub-
licity for the client 52.

FIG. 4 shows a method 150 in accordance with various
embodiments. The various actions depicted in FIG. 4 may be
performed in the order shown, or in a different order. At step
152, the method includes receiving a request for a secure
connection from a browser for a target e-store 101. At step
154, the method further includes determining which of a
plurality of security termination nodes to assign the request
for a secure connection based on an application-specific
parameter. Any one or more of the application-specific
parameters noted above, or other parameters, may be used for
this purpose. The method also includes step 156 transmitting
the request to the security termination node resulting from the
determination of step 154.

The above discussion is meant to be illustrative of the
principles and various embodiments of the present invention.
Numerous variations and modifications will become apparent
to those skilled in the art once the above disclosure is fully
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appreciated. It is intended that the following claims be inter-
preted to embrace all such variations and modifications.

What is claimed is:

1. A website hosting system, comprising:

a request routing node; and

a plurality of security termination nodes coupled to the

request routing node,

wherein each security termination node is configured to

secure connections between servers hosting websites
and customers of the websites in accordance with a
predetermined quality of service level,
wherein the request routing node balances incoming
requests for secure websites among the security termi-
nation nodes based on an application-specific parameter,

wherein the request routing node is configured to change
the predetermined quality of service level based on the
application-specific parameter,

wherein the application-specific parameter comprises a

previously specified service tier assigned to a user of the
system,

wherein the previously specified service tier comprises one

of three different tiers,

wherein the three different tiers comprise a first tier asso-

ciated with a lowest quality of service level, a second tier
associated with a medium quality of service level, and a
third tier associated with a highest quality of service
level, and

wherein the request routing node is configured to change

the predetermined quality of service level based on the
application-specific parameter comprises the request
routing node being configured to temporarily increase
the predetermined quality of service level for a program-
mable period of time and then lower the predetermined
quality of service level after the programmable period of
time has passed.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the request routing node
is configured to change the predetermined quality of service
level based on the application-specific parameter comprises
the request routing node being configured to change the pre-
determined quality of service level when a status associated
with the application-specific parameter exceeds a predeter-
mined threshold value, and wherein the application-specific
parameter comprises a rate or volume of traffic.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the application-specific
parameter is an indicator of geographical location, and
wherein the predetermined quality of service level for a first
geographical location is increased and the predetermined
quality of service level for a second geographical location is
decreased.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the application-specific
parameter is a quantity of items in a catalog offered for sale by
the application, and wherein the predetermined quality of
service level is increased as the quantity of items in the
catalog is increased.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the application-specific
parameter comprises a time zone, and wherein different time
zones are associated with different quality of service levels.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein each security termina-
tion node implements a Secure Socket Layer (SSL) protocol.

7. The system of claim 1 further comprising a plurality of
websites hosted by the system, wherein each website is
assigned a unique Internet Protocol (IP) address, and wherein
the plurality of websites comprises websites that sell goods,
sell services, and provide information.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the quality of service
comprises processing speed, throughput, and number of pro-
cessing nodes.
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9. A method comprising:

receiving a request for a secure connection from a browser,
wherein the secure connection is in accordance with a
predetermined quality of service level;

determining which of a plurality of security termination

nodes to assign the request for the secure connection
based on an application-specific parameter, wherein the
predetermined quality of service level is changed based
on the application-specific parameter; and

transmitting the request to the determined security termi-

nation node,

wherein determining which of the plurality of security

termination nodes further comprises determining a pre-
viously specified service tier assigned to a user of a
network security load balancing system,

wherein the previously specified service tier comprises one

of three different tiers,

wherein the three different tiers comprise a first tier asso-

ciated with a lowest quality of service level, a second tier
associated with a medium quality of service level, and a
third tier associated with a highest quality of service
level, and

wherein the predetermined quality of service level is

changed based on the application-specific parameter
comprises the predetermined quality of service level
being temporarily increased for a programmable period
of time and then being lowered after the programmable
period of time has passed.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the application-spe-
cific parameter is indicative of rate of network traffic or vol-
ume of network traffic, wherein determining which of the
plurality of security termination nodes further comprises
determining whether the rate or volume of traffic exceeds a
threshold, and wherein the quality of service level is increased
when the rate or volume of traffic exceeds the threshold.

11. The method of claim 9, wherein determining which of
the plurality of security termination nodes further comprises
determining the application-specific parameter is a quality of
service level.

12. The method of claim 9, wherein determining which of
the plurality of security termination nodes further comprises
determining the application-specific parameter is a quantity
of items in a catalog offered for sale by an application, and
wherein the quality of service level is increased as the quan-
tity of items in the catalog is increased.

13. The method of claim 9, wherein the determined secu-
rity termination node implements Secure Socket Layer (SSL)
verification.

14. A non-transitory computer-readable medium storing
instructions that, when executed by a processor, causes the
processor to:

receive a request for a secure connection, wherein the

secure connection is in accordance with a predetermined
quality of service level;

determine which of a plurality of security termination

nodes to assign the request based on an application-
specific parameter, wherein the predetermined quality of
service level is changed based on the application-spe-
cific parameter; and

transmit the request to the determined security termination

node,

wherein the instructions further cause the processor to

determine that the application-specific parameter is a
previously specified service tier assigned to a user of a
system,

wherein the previously specified service tier comprises one

of three different tiers,
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wherein the three different tiers comprise a first tier asso-
ciated with a lowest quality of service level, a second tier
associated with a medium quality of service level, and a
third tier associated with a highest quality of service
level, and

wherein the predetermined quality of service level is
changed based on the application-specific parameter
comprises the predetermined quality of service level
being temporarily increased for a programmable period
of time and then being lowered after the programmable
period of time has passed.

15. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 14, wherein the application-specific parameter is
indicative of rate of network traffic or volume of network
traffic, wherein the instructions cause the processor to deter-
mine which of the plurality of security termination nodes to
assign the request by determining whether the rate or volume
of'traffic exceeds a threshold, and wherein the predetermined
quality of service level is increased when the rate or volume of
traffic exceeds the threshold.

16. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 14, wherein the instructions further cause the processor
to determine the application-specific parameter is a quality of
service level.

17. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 14, wherein the instructions further cause the processor
to determine the application-specific parameter is a geo-
graphical location, and wherein different geographical loca-
tions are associated with different predetermined quality of
service levels.

18. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 14, wherein the instructions further cause the processor
to determine the application-specific parameter is a quantity
of items in a catalog offered for sale by an application, and
wherein the predetermined quality of service level is
increased as the quantity of items in the catalog is increased.

19. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 14, wherein the instructions further cause the processor
to trigger the determined security termination node to imple-
ment Secure Socket Layer (SSL) verification.

20. A web-site hosting system, comprising:

a request router,

a plurality of secure termination nodes coupled to the
request router, wherein each secure termination node
creates secure connections between browsers and web
servers based on certificates based on a predetermined
level of service, wherein the request router balances
incoming requests for security certificate verification
among the security termination nodes based on an appli-
cation-specific parameter;

a load balancer coupled to the plurality of secure termina-
tion nodes; and

a plurality of application servers coupled to the load bal-
ancer, wherein the load balancer balances web page
access requests among the application servers,

wherein the web-hosting system is configured to host a
plurality of websites,

wherein each website has its own unique Internet Protocol
(IP) address,

wherein the request router is configured to change the
predetermined level of service based on the application-
specific parameter,

wherein the application-specific parameter comprises a
previously specified service tier assigned to a user of the
system,

wherein the previously specified service tier comprises one
of three different tiers,
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wherein the three different tiers comprise a first tier asso-
ciated with a lowest quality of service level, a second tier
associated with a medium quality of service level, and a
third tier associated with a highest quality of service
level, and

wherein the request router is configured to change the

predetermined quality of service level based on the
application-specific parameter comprises the request
router being configured to temporarily increase the pre-
determined quality of service level for a programmable
period of time and then lower the predetermined quality
of service level after the programmable period of time
has passed.

21. The system of claim 20, wherein the application-spe-
cific parameter comprises a rate or volume of traffic, and
wherein the predetermined level of service is increased as the
rate or volume of traffic is increased.

22. The system of claim 20, wherein the application-spe-
cific parameter is an indicator of geographical location, and
wherein different geographical locations are associated with
different predetermined levels of service.

23. The system of claim 20, wherein the application-spe-
cific parameter is a quantity of items in a catalog offered for
sale by the application, and wherein the predetermined level
of service is increased as the quantity of items in the catalog
is increased.

24. The system of claim 20, wherein at least one secure
termination node implements Secure Socket Layer (SSL)
verification.

25. The system of claim 20, wherein the secure termination
node is a Secure Socket Layer (SSL) termination node.
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